INTRODUCTION
In this increasingly complex, competitive and uncertain world, the creation, accumulation and strategic use of cutting edge knowledge will play a crucial role for survival, development and advancement in almost every sector of the economy. Knowledge management involves people who create, carry, manipulate, accumulate and use knowledge. The mantra for development in the present knowledge-based societies, therefore, is to pick the best people most suitable for jobs at hand, effectively manage knowledge and ideas, and timely and appropriately apply the accumulated knowledge and ideas to accomplish the organization's goals and objectives. In the present turbulent world, the expertise of an individual is neither static nor lasting. Thus in knowledge-based societies we may recognize and pay high regard to learned men and women but give incentives and rewards to the learning men and women who track new ideas, keep in touch with the latest developments in their fields of activity on a continuous basis and acquire new skills and competencies in conformity to their work performance requirements.
In the rapidly changing world, human beings are likely to become obsolete as quickly as machines and hence require to be upgraded with new knowledge and skills through continuing education and training. Knowledge workers are supported to continuously innovate, improve efficiency, ensure value addition and initiate strategic actions, which involves the creation and use of knowledge. The value of human resources in knowledge activities can be judged from the fact that continuing education and training for skills enhancement and the renewal of competencies and capabilities is getting as much attention now as formal education itself. The importance of knowledge management can be realized from the estimated income of knowledge management consulting firms in developed countries, which earn millions of dollars by rendering knowledge consultancy services.
Besides the core requirement of intellectual capital, knowledge management also involves process, technology and suitable work environments. The process of generation of knowledge requires a suitable institutional setup, requisite infrastructure and conditions conducive to the encouragement of intellectual activities and means for quick access to relevant information. Countries, companies, institutions and individuals who recognize the potential of knowledge management activities have started developing their information and communication technology (ICT) infrastructures so that the information may be rapidly accessed, quickly exchanged, fragments of relevant information are captured and repackaged, matters are discussed in groupware and databases are used online for decision making and for finding relevant information related to ongoing activities and work. Studies conducted in developed countries particularly pertaining to Intranets have shown that ICT infrastructure development ultimately results in savings, as travelling costs can be decreased, man-hours spent in problem solving can be reduced due to more frequent interaction with experts, and collaborative work can be better coordinated, controlled and timely completed. Despite the availability of ICT infrastructure, getting access to desired knowledge and ideas at the time of use is not an easy task. Knowledge management programmes fail to deliver the goods if the following 'eleven deadliest sins' are not avoided: The problem is how to control and filter this vast volume of information and how to click and hook the useful and worthwhile ideas from this vast sea of information.
During an interview with Isaac Asimov, journalist Moyers references a Bell Laboratories' report that there is more information in a single edition of the New York Times than a man or woman in the sixteenth century had to process in the whole of his life. 3 In the developed countries a number of knowledge workers have access to abundant information which they may not be able to easily assimilate and some of them even suffer from Information Fatigue Syndrome where information overload creates problems in correctly analysing and leads to lack of confidence in decision making, causes info stress and makes a man stand at a crossroads in a dilemma thinking which way to go. In the developing countries many people do not have access to information and hence cannot make correct decisions and initiate appropriate action.
KNOWLEDGE MANAGEMENT PROBLEMS OF DEVELOPING COUNTRIES
The ongoing process of globalization and liberalization along with the information technology revolution offers amazing opportunities but several challenging situations for developing countries. Many developing countries are still grappling with the problems of providing access to education, health services and clean drinking water and hence facilitating access to the world pool of knowledge may not get as much attention as it deserves. Unreliable telecommunication facilities, energy crises and illiteracy further aggravate the situation for knowledge accessibility. Despite the Internet's democratizing potential, the world is becoming increasingly divided into information rich and information poor, the haves and havenots of the digital age. A large majority of people in several developing countries is not making the effective use of information technology, leading to a digital divide in their population. It is understandable that the technological, economical and educational implications of disparities in the distribution of digital technology are of enormous concern.
An economy that is rapidly moving to a digitally based infrastructure and is becoming increasingly global obviously requires workers who are sufficiently immersed and facile with the new technology. Thus digital divide may lead to formation of a large technologically impaired underclass that will be unable to participate economically, culturally and ultimately civically in the information society. 4 This issue has been recognized by the world and is being addressed by various agencies like the United Nations, the World Education Forum and the International Association of Higher Education.
The United Nations and its agencies have helped developing countries to overcome the information gap which exists between developed and developing countries by setting up international information systems in various areas such as agriculture, environment, nuclear science, population, etc. and by ensuring the participation of both developed and developing countries in developing and sharing such information systems. For accelerating the development of an information society for all, the thrust areas should be: The summit represents the first attempt by the UN system as a whole to try to spell out the different facets of the information society. 6 The Internet, which plays a potential role in knowledge management activities, provides access to the worldwide wealth of information and also enables local information to be made available globally. The advanced nations have the means to develop and tap the potential of this network infrastructure whereas the developing nations do not possess sufficient means to do so.
Despite the rapid spread of the Internet, the gap is growing wider as the technological standards grow ever higher. Faster networks, higher-level machines, more complex software and more capable professionals are required. But in many nations the funding is not available to support such development. 7 The people in developing countries face linguistic, technological, attitudinal, socio-economic and geographical problems in having access to relevant knowledge. Many people with physical disabilities, low income, few educational qualifications or low literacy levels, the unemployed, elderly persons and those living in hilly or rural areas usually have no access to ICT. The developed countries through their international assistance programmes do help the developing countries in infrastructure development for even their disadvantaged and disabled people through their development programmes and by extending technological help. For example, the Digital-Audio-based Information system (DAISY) consortium facilitates the use of information technology by the world's blind and print-disabled population. Developing countries can become members of the DAISY consortium. The project NOVA (Non-visual access to the digital library) undertaken by the Centre for Research in Library and Information Management, Manchester Metropolitan Universities, is concerned with digital library services to blind and visually impaired people. Technologies are thus available where not only every developing country but also every individual can participate in knowledge activities.
THE INDIAN SCENARIO
India's knowledge management problems are diverse because the country has a unique mixture of the best and worse kind of situations. It has the fastest jet planes and also 6 million bullock carts. It still has steam engines but also superfast trains. It has pigeon post and Speedpost mail facilities. The country has tribesmen who never travelled in a train but also business executives moving in and out of aircraft. The country has premier educational and research institutions but also primary schools without blackboards. The country trains world-class engineers in various fields but 45 percent of the population is illiterate.
In India, there are several ethnic groups, languages, cultures, caste and creeds. People have diverse traditions, in this land of poverty and affluence, science and spirituality. This diversity in almost every area and heterogeneity also affect knowledge management activities and are sometimes the cause of knowledge management problems. It leads to problems of coordination and equitable sharing of knowledge and ideas and hence creates barriers in networking.
There is no dearth of ideas and knowledge. Significant knowledge also exists in traditional wisdom pertaining to folk and herbal medicine and techniques which have been transferred between generations. Of artisans, and in scripture which require to be properly collected, collated and made available to humanity. Fragments of knowledge and ideas exist here and there which require to be channelled for the benefit of the people and the world at large. Many brilliant ideas are not timely and properly channelled and are simply wasted, just like the way at some places water is wasted without a proper irrigation management system. The major hurdle in knowledge management systems comes when the top management lacks interest in knowledge activities. The knowledge users' actions and reactions may be governed by their own beliefs, faiths, opinions and perceptions of knowledge.
Only 55 percent of India's population is literate and thus India faces several challenges in ensuring people's participation in knowledge activities, e.g. increasing the literacy rate, providing information literacy, computer literacy and Internet literacy. According to a NASSCOM survey only 1.2 percent of the population in India uses the Internet. This indicates what percentage of population is involved in collecting and communicating information through the Information Superhighway. One of the reasons for limited use of the Internet is lack of access or limited time accessibility. For instance, at the University of Jammu a slow speed Internet facility is accessible to all the teachers and research scholars of the university at the Computer Science Department from 11.00 a.m. to 3.30 p.m. and only a few computer systems are available for accessing this facility. Moreover the university library received grants which were sufficient to buy only two computer systems under the UGC's Information and Library Network (INFLIBNET) programme. This facility, which was set up to access bibliographic databases, is not adequate to meet the needs of the large numbers of students, researchers and teachers of the university. Lack of adequate ICT infrastructure in institutions therefore hampers knowledge management processes and activities.
Knowledge management is also affected by bureaucratic procedures and delays in information accessibility, government level decisions and some factors beyond the control of knowledge workers. For instance Internet use remained suspended in the state of Jammu and Kashmir for quite some time in 2002. The Punjab state government ordered the closure of its schools, colleges and universities for a week up to 4 August 2002 to save electricity so that the electric power supply thus saved could be made available to farmers to irrigate their fields.
The situation of knowledge management is not as wholly dismal as it appears. Efforts are being made to ensure the participation of all levels of people, including the disadvantaged and disabled, in knowledge activities. A project has started at the IIT, Khargpur to bridge the communication gap between the sightless and the sighted: this project has enabled the blind to surf the Net, read text in Indian languages, take up normal office work or even perceive images. A software is developed which easily translates Braille into plain English or any other language on a computer. Now the only bottleneck is to bring it with in the reach of a common man. 8 Another example from India is a cyber café for the visually impaired which became operational recently. This started when the Microsoft approached the Government of India saying that they wanted to do some work with the blind here. The government approached the National Association for the Blind (NAB) and they offered Microsoft two projects -a cyber café for the blind in Mumbai and a Braille printing unit in Bangalore. The cyber café has five computers at present, all provided with screen reading software and head phones. The government is trying to reduce the illiteracy rate through adult education classes. A large number of computer training institutions have mushroomed all over the country which will contribute to enhancing the computer literacy rate. Just as the Public Call Offices (PCOs) have enhanced the use of telephones, the growing number of cyber cafés will help to increase the use of the Internet and enhance the Internet literacy rate.
A number of computerized networks such as NICNET, INFLIBNET, SIRNET, RAILNET, DELNET, CALIBNET, ERNET and BITSNET have been developed and some more are in the process of development. Telecommunication infrastructure development is one of the priority areas of the Government. Private companies such as Reliance, Tatas, and Bharti Telecom are also making investments in information infrastructure development. These developments in telecommunication facilities are contributing to the exchange of information for knowledge management activities.
India has a good number of institutions of higher learning including premier engineering institutions and world-class management schools. The country has a considerable pool of engineers, scientists and managers who in fact are the real asset to accelerate the knowledge activities. A number of digitization projects have already started in the country to digitize printed resources so that these resources are ultimately made available online. Such projects have already been initiated at the Indian Institute of Technology (IIT) Indian Institutes of Management, (IIMs) Indian Institutes of Science, (IISc) Bangalore, the National Library Calcutta, the Saraswati Mahal Library, Tanjore and at some universities, e.g. the University of Mysore, for digitization of dissertations and theses. Corporations, e.g. Hindustan Levers Limited, have also started digitization of their reports collections. Efforts are being made to convert the back files of journals to electronic media, e.g. medical libraries in Maharashtra converted the back files of their journals on to CD-ROM discs. Some IITs have set up their own electronic libraries.
The majority of knowledge activities, including the development of communication facilities and computerized networks, are funded by the government. Many of the knowledge workers are presently using knowledge repositories of libraries and information centres but they are slowly but surely also using the Internet as a knowledge repository. The government mainly initiates programmes to ameliorate the position of libraries and ICT. There is not much philanthropic help by resourceful Indians to improve the information infrastructure to help the people to participate in and benefit from knowledge activities.
